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Belize and Mexico have made the greatest progress in terms of implementing the necessary
measures to save and protect the Mesoamerican Barrier Reef, also known as the Great Mayan
Reef, which stretches over 1000 kilometers from the tip of the Yucatán Peninsula, down to Belize,
Guatemala, and the Bay Islands of Honduras, says a report issued by the Healthy Reefs Initiative
(Iniciativa Arrecifes Saludables) on March 10.
The Mesoamerican Barrier Reef, the second largest in the world after the Great Barrier Reef of
Australia, has been designated a World Heritage Site by UNESCO and is home to more than 65
species of stony coral, 350 species of mollusk and more than 500 species of fish. In recent years,
it has come under pressure from the tourism industry, large-scale agriculture, and rising sea
temperatures as a result of global warming, which have provoked an increase in “bleaching” or loss
of pigmentation in coral reefs (NotiCen, March 12, 2015).
The report assesses the progress each country has made in terms of implementing 28
recommendations issued by conservation experts and grouped into seven key indicators: protected
marine areas; sustainable fishing; coastal management; private sector sustainability; sanitation and
wastewater management; investigation, education, and awareness-raising; and sustainability and
global issues.
As a region, Mexico, Belize, Guatemala, and Honduras have implemented 62% of the measures
recommended to protect the Mesoamerican Barrier Reef, an improvement on the second report,
published in 2011, which showed 54% of the recommendations had been implemented.
The indicator that shows the greatest improvements is investigation, education, and awarenessraising (88%). It includes effective monitoring, information sharing, and communication. The
specific areas that require improvement are quantifying the economic importance of the reef and
creating alliances among organizations that can study the reef from a social and environmental
perspective.

Restricted fishing
Another indicator that shows significant progress at a regional level is protected marine areas (70%),
which entails the creation of designated areas where fishing is restricted. For this to work effectively,
the Healthy Reefs Initiative recommends the creation of economic alternatives for the local fishing
population. Although the report notes the progress made, it also highlights the need to provide
more technical staff to safeguard these protected areas.
The sustainable fishing indicator reached 60% of its targets, which include boosting the population
of parrotfish, a species that is fully protected in Guatemala (a five-year fishing ban on this species
was imposed by the Guatemalan authorities).
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Coastal management is one of the most critical indicators, as it requires a balance between
communities’ need for economic development, the need to offer communities sustainable
livelihoods, and the need to guarantee the reef’s long-term ecological sustainability. However, the
report notes that additional measures are required to implement these plans.
The global marine issues indicator includes the ratification of international treaties and the adoption
of climate change programs at a national level. Despite the implementation of a regional initiative
that seeks to monitor the whitening of coral reefs, this indicator shows no improvement and the
report notes that 56% of its targets have been met, the same percentage reported in 2011.
Performance in the indicator that measures sustainability in the private sector, which evaluates
the extent to which the private sector has contributed to the management of coral reef resources,
is second to last. Despite the fact that the region’s governments have implemented measures such
as granting financial incentives to sustainable companies, labeling fish products as “coral reef
friendly,” and promoting the voluntary adoption of environmental standards by local tourism
companies, only 50% of the targets have been met. A key area that requires improvement is the need
for hotels to take part in environmental certification schemes.
The worst performing indicator of all is sanitation and wastewater management, which has only
met 46% of its targets. The inadequate treatment of wastewater is a recurring issue and is one of the
region’s greatest environmental problems. The Healthy Reefs Initiative notes that greater efforts
must be made in terms of building the necessary infrastructure to treat wastewater (including
industrial waste) with the aim of reducing the amount of toxins that reach the coral reef.

Greatest progress in Belize
Belize has made the greatest progress in terms of implementing the recommendations (68%),
followed by Mexico (64%), Honduras (60%) and Guatemala (54%). Belize’s greatest achievements
were in coastal management, with the Belizean cabinet approving a coastal zone management plan
and initiatives to offer local fishing communities alternative livelihoods.
Mexico also made significant progress in terms of designating a greater percentage of its marine
territory and coastal areas as protected areas and establishing a new fishing-free area in Akumal, in
the Yucatán Peninsula.
Honduras has implemented 60% of the recommendations and its successes include increasing the
percentage of protected coral reef areas to 16.3 square km.
Compared to its neighbors, Guatemala has lagged and reports the least progress since the last
measurement was made in 2011. Although it has improved in terms of the management of fisheries
and the protection of parrotfish, no improvements were reported in terms of regulating wastewater
management.
“The coral reef barrier is threatened by multiple stress factors. In general, the reef’s health, on a
scale of 1 to 5, where 1 is critical and 5 is very good, scores 2.8, with encouraging improvements
made at a regional level (…) However, much work needs to be done to save the parts of the reef that
are in a bad state or in a critical condition,” the report says.
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